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Summary

Wisconsin needs to address the sources of nitrate pollution in drinking water, which is a growing
problem around the state. End-of-pipe water supply treatment and well replacement can be short term
fixes for households and communities with nitrate contaminated water, but they do nothing to address
the source of the problem. It will be more cost effective and more beneficial for the health and quality
of life of Wisconsin residents if we tackle nitrates at the source. Wisconsin needs a drinking water
solution equal to the magnitude of the problem. This paper lays out elements of that solution. '

Background

While Wisconsin has among the finest freshwater resources in North America, an increasingly large
number of Wisconsin communities, homes, schools, and businesses find their water sources unsafe to
drink. The water crisis in Flint, Michigan was a wake-up call about the hazards of water supplies we once
assumed would always be safe. The total scope of the water quality crisis in Wisconsin today is much
farger however than one community or one region. Nitrate, the most pervasive contaminant of
Wisconsin groundwater, exceeds safe drinking water standards in tens of thousands of homes, hundreds
of schools and businesses, and dozens of communities, profoundly affecting the health of our children,
our communities, and our economy. The costs of nitrate pollution are measured in altered lives, medical
bills, well and water treatment costs, lost business, and lower property values.
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Wisconsin’s Green Fire Recommends

Boost nutrient management planning and implementation AND
strengthen the existing nutrient standards.

Only 37% of Wisconsin’s 10 million acres of cropland are estimated to currently have nutrient
management plans (NMPs), despite 16 years of effort toward 100% adoption. The rate of actual
implementation of NMPs that do exist is mostly unknown, although some estimates have
suggested that actual compliance with existing NMPs is as low as 15%.

Nitrogen recommendations from fertilizer dealers are often much higher than the
recommendations used in the nutrient management standards developed by UW-Extension,
and often either do not account for additional nutrients supplied from manure, or discount
them significantly. NMPs are often ignored by dealers supplying nitrogen to farms, as well as by
manure haulers, though the extent of this problem is aiso unknown. Better implementation of
the current nutrient management standard would decrease nitrogen loading to groundwater,
especially where poor nitrogen crediting of manure and other nitrogen sources leads to gross
over-application.

The observed decline in water quality and widespread increase in nitrate contamination in
Wisconsin indicates twao linked problems. One is that the current primary mechanism to
protect water quality on agriculturat land, the nutrient management standard, is not being
followed effectively on many farms. A second related problem is that the current standards in
many areas are not stringent enough, even to the extent that they are followed.

in Northeast Wisconsin, high rates of claimed nutrient management adoption have not
stemmed nitrate or pathogen contamination of groundwater. Those findings spurred the
adoption of more stringent nutrient management requirements in Kewaunee County.

Three related strategies are needed to address the problems with nutrient management:

o Implement a combined effort by University of Wisconsin Extension (UWEX) and the
Department of Agriculture Trade and Consumer Protection (DATCP) to perform a
statewide survey of actual nutrient management practices to illuminate rates of both
plan development and plan implementation.

o Relevant agencies should create a strong incentive and a date certain to target full
implementation of NR 151 Wisconsin Administrative Code or NMP coverage. State and
federal cost sharing should be contingent on actual NMP implementation, and not just
the existence of a plan.

o Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources (WDNR), DATCP and UWEX should
collaborate a campaign to ensure improved implementation of the existing standard,
and to work together to develop more stringent standards where needed.




ill. Address target areas of nitrate contamination with multi-agency working
teams.

The Department of Natural Resources should be the lead agency, in collaboration with the
Department of Agriculture and Department of Health Services in forming teams to address the
most critical water quality problems at the local level. The agencies should assign staff and
recruit federal, local, and non-profit partners to focus resources on protecting wells and water
supplies for schools, workplaces, and residential areas where water quality problems are severe.
The teams can provide proactive, ongoing support to affected communities and those with
susceptible public water systems, The teams should:

o Maobilize all sources of conservation funding and technical assistance to enable land
management that avoids excess nitrogen inputs.

o Assist local governments to set limits on septic system density and treatment standards
to avoid excess nitrogen inputs.

o Identify and direct funds for precise wellhead delineation for public wells and make this
an explicit part of all state-funded groundwater studies.

o ldentify needs for new or increased technical assistance, policies, or funding.

IV. Conduct more well testing to allow water users to make informed
decisions.

Up to one third of Wisconsin homeowners on private wells have
never had their wells tested far any contaminants. Well owners
and water users need to be aware of and understand the health
risks from nitrate contamination. We do not need more well
testing to determine that nitrate gets into groundwater from
land uses. However, given the extraordinarily high percentages
of wells in recent studies that test above safe levels for nitrates
or other contaminants, much wider and routine testing of
private wells is a public health imperative.

To better understand the scope of nitrate problems and protect water users we need to:

o Expand existing county/Wisconsin Geological and Natural History Survey (WGNHS)
groundwater sampling programs to understand the extent of problems, and spur action.

o Incdlude a requirement for well testing at the time of property transfer.

o Require groundwater monitoring of manure land-spreading practices through Wisconsin
Pollutant Discharge Elimination System (WPDES) permits.

o Engage University of Wisconsin — Madison, UWEX, and other researchers to evaluate
groundwater impacts of agricultural practices related to the current nitrate standard.
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